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The clothing practices of diasporas in metropolitan cities of industrialized 
states - so often assumed to be congruent with histories of ‘national 
origin’, representative of a culture and tradition removed, in a faraway 
place - prompt an examination of clothing as a vehicle for the perform­
ance of ethnic identity. In the midst of kurtas worn over khakis, and 
dupattas veiling tank tops, the salience of fixed ethnic and national 
identities inscribed on to prediscursive biological entities must be called 
into question. The proposal of ethnic identity as a performative act at this 
juncture is an attempt to work through conversations in queer and per­
formance theory on the one hand, and studies of South Asian diasporas 
and globalization on the other. Rather than proclaiming a transcendental 
transnational subject, I propose that the clothing practices of diasporic 
youth - the juxtaposition of shorts and tie-dye tops, slacks and embroid­
ered shawls, and the layering of headresses, nose-rings, and anklets with 
jeans - produces a situated reading of ‘diaspora’ as a localized cultural 
form. Hence, the greater concern of this essay is to posit ‘diaspora’ as a 
critical point of inquiry in studies of globalization.'
As a theoretical, rather than ethnographic, endeavour my observations 
of the clothing practices of diasporic youth are almost entirely confined 
to those individuals I read (and racialize) as ‘South Asian’ on college 
campuses across the United States: men and women in their late teens and 
twenties, raised if not bom in the US. It is therefore a peculiarly cosmo­
politan, middle- and upper-class section of youth that I refer to, who 
participate in bourgeois consumption patterns and possess cultural capital 
generated by this practice of consumption. I also allude to representations 
of clothing practices in diasporic South Asian film, in the hope of provid­
ing a more tangible visualization of what a performative ethnic identity 
looks like. In this way, my examination of clothing choices and practices 
is by no means an ethnographic survey of South Asian youth in the United 
States. Instead, in the brief readings that follow, I ask two primary
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questions. First, what are the ways in which young South Asians in 
diaspora generate a sense of history and belonging? Second, how might 
a ‘South Asian’ identity engage with the disciplinary effects of state 
policies on ethnic multiculturalism?
I introduce the multivalent term ‘diaspora’ here as a means to contend 
with the transnational imaginaries of South Asian immigrant populations 
in the United States. The term ‘diaspora’, as I use it, refers not to sites of 
post-national study, but as Paul Gilroy (1987) suggests, to social forma­
tions located within the histories and institutions of national racial econo­
mies. To conceive of South Asians in the United States as a diaspora, 
therefore, is to broaden the theoretical and methodological paradigms used 
to think through immigration from the Indian subcontinent to the United 
States, and to situate the formation of subjectivities and communities 
within movements of labour, capital, and commodities that characterize 
the global economy in the early twenty-first century.^ The use of the term 
‘diaspora’ here is not meant to gloss over the multiple discursive ways in 
which ethnicity and community are constructed, nor to skim past the 
specific historical geneaologies behind the usage of the term.^ Yet to the 
extent that diasporas can also mark those people implicated into a narra­
tive of ethnicity rather than an analysis of racialization in their incorpora­
tion as immigrants to America (Shukla 1997: 306—12), I use the word to 
indicate the discrepancy between the performance of ethnic identity and 
systems of racial codification in the United States. Given the specific 
context of this racial economy, it is my contention that it is within the 
dialectical movement of diasporas that convenient narrativizations of 
immigrant history must be contested, and racial imaginaries of the US 
nation-state interrogated.
Simultaneously, my use of the word ‘South Asia’ rests upon the irony 
of its invocation. As a phrase that refers to immigrants from the Indian 
subcbntinent, the category of ‘South Asian’ makes sense as a racial/ 
cultural referent only in the United States. While ‘South Asia denotes the 
territorial construct of the Indian subcontinent - a remnant of US foreign 
policy during the Cold War - the term ‘South Asian’ circulates among 
second-generation immigrant youth on American college campuses as a 
common denominator that references a racial/political category as well as 
a cohesive cultural history. Thus, to identify as ‘South Asian more often 
than not invokes a post-1965 history of immigration in which South 
Asians are consistently named the ‘model minority’, immigrating to the 
United States as skilled professionals. In the process, the history of Sikh 
farm labourers in the United States in the early twentieth century, and the 
currently rising numbers of working-class South Asian immigrants are
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eclipsed. The political viability of the term ‘South Asian’ is thus para­
doxically contingent upon the overdetermination of histories of immigra­
tion from the subcontinent. As such, to identify as ‘South Asian’ gestures 
multiply: to an imagined homeland, as well as the racialized location of 
immigrants in the US state.
I begin with the premise that the clothing choices of youth in the South 
Asian diaspora are a distinctly political act, with implications that disturb 
the assumed coherence between categories of race, nation, and culture. By 
examining the effects of combining so-called ‘native costume’ and West­
ern clothes, I trace the processes through which ethnic identity is enacted 
in and through dress, and examine the discursive possibility of ‘coming 
out’ as South Asian. I propose that ethnic identity is produced through 
performative acts that disrupt naturalized assumptions of biologicaUy- 
inscribed racial (and hence cultural) identity. Concurrently, however, I also 
argue that performative acts that appear to rupture precisely this syn­
chrony of race and culture may in fact reaffirm essentialized identities 
based on notions of cultural authenticity and nostalgia. As such, perform­
ances of ethnic identity may not necessarily be read as acts of resistance, 
but rather, as a commentary on regimes of ethnic multiculturahsm in the 
United States.
A Short History of Saris and Sneakers
An examination of clothing as a vehicle for performative ethnic identity 
necessitates not only a historicization of cloth as commodity culture, but 
also an examination of the theatres and modes of performance. My 
understanding of ethnic identity as a performative act refers not to the 
staged combinations of ‘east—west’ clothing paraded on Paris runways, but 
to the everyday practice of dress by diasporic youth. The study of fashion 
has to be wrestled out of ready-made semiotic systems of transcendent 
transnational understanding,'^ and from the easily-labelled category of 
‘subculture’, which relegates clothing practices, particularly of youth, to 
the sidelines of traditional academic inquiry (Hebdige 1979). Conse­
quently, I concentrate on a reading of historical and anthropological essays 
on clothing practices through the lens of performance and queer studies, 
in so far as the latter methodologies interrogate the naturalized correlation 
between biology and subjectivity. Adjacent to this is my concern with 
articulating a mode of performance that resonates clearly within specific 
historical trajectories of the use of clothing in South Asia, while simul­
taneously working to understand the transformation of those trajectories 
in the movement of diasporas.^
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Bernard Cohn’s (1996) study of the production of authority and racial 
difference in ‘Cloth, Clothes and Colonialism: India in the Nineteenth 
Century’ provides a valuable starting-point by indicating the imbrication 
of clothes in the construction of a state-sponsored racial order. Taking his 
cue from the case of G. S. Sagar, an immigrant Sikh in Britain who 
protested for the right to retain his turban while wearing the mandatory 
uniform of public transportation employees, Cohn spins back on Sagar’s 
protest to discuss a series of colonial attempts to delineate visible differ­
ences between British authorities and their Indian subjects. Locally- 
observed rituals, customs, and clothing practices were stratified as 
‘tradition’; the turban became one part of the colonial injunction on native 
presentation, identifying Sikhs as a ‘martial race’. Behind the turban lay 
further negotiations over dress that demarcated the divide between 
imperial authority and colonial subject: the investiture of heavenly power 
in cloth by Mughal rulers, uneasily evaded by British traders; instructions 
for Indians to be attired in ‘native costume’ in front of their British 
superiors at the imperial darbar, the disapproval of British men who ‘went 
native’ after the formalization of colonial rule over India; and the construc­
tion of the ‘Indian’ into a visibly Oriental subject through the codification 
of caste, religion, and class hierarchy. By demonstrating the tense negoti­
ations over gifts of cloth, changes in uniform, and expectations of cere­
monial as well as everyday dress, Cohn demarcates the ambivalent space 
that clothing occupied in the imperial apparatus, and its role in the creation 
of a taxonomy of racial difference. Cohn’s argument demonstrates not so 
much the role of clothes as a symbol of power, but the constitution and 
enactment of power and authority through raciahzing difference via the 
everyday use of cloth.
Particularly important to note in the racialization of the colonial subject 
is the highly gendered texture of the production of difference. Not only 
did cloth stand as a testimony to the Orientalization (or conversely, 
modernization) of the native, but very often the ground of contention for 
marking native ‘progress’ was the female body. Himani Baneijee (1995) 
illustrates the manner in which the changing clothing practices of middle- 
class Bengali gentlewomen became the site for the constitution of an 
indigenous intellectual (male) nationalism out of the discursive strands of 
colonial sexual and social ideology.^ The high-collared blouses of the 
female landed classes, the lace-edged sari, and the brooch came to signal, 
in addition to dramatic revisions in the drape of the sari, the advancement 
of the Indian ‘race’ in the British coloiual narrative of social Darwinism. 
In the loss of the translucent cloth that covered women’s bodies, a new 
transparency was found: a nationalist ideology that substituted for heathen
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clothing practices a supposedly de-sexualized form of dress that policed 
the moral, sexual, and corporeal figure of Indian women.’
Perhaps the most exemplary historical indicator of the performative 
effect of clothing in South Asian history is M. K. Gandhi, whose strategies 
of dress literally embodied a form of Third World nationalism in the 
twentieth century. Emma Tarlo’s (1996) demonstration of Gandhi’s 
sartorial slippages - beginning with the dandy English top-hat and silk 
accoutrements that he wore while a student in London, to the simplified 
forms of Western attire and Kathiawadi peasant garb that he and his family 
adopted in South Africa, and then the increasingly more bare dimensions 
of dress that Gandhi adopted on his return to India - demonstrates the 
imbrication of cloth in the production of aesthetic and political value in 
multiple colonial racial economies. Men like Gandhi, who had the option 
of choosing between costumes, attempted to syncretize at each moment 
different semiotic systems, and to fuse together culturally disparate 
referents of identity. In his charged historical performance from minute- 
man to messiah, Gandhi’s dress signalled the national imaginary of an 
independent India, altered aesthetic capital through the advocacy of khadi, 
and brand-named Indian nationalism with a loincloth.
Gandhi’s successful enactment of modernity and a nascent nationalist 
movement through dress emphasizes the importance of a receptive audi­
ence in the performance of ethnic identity. The use of khadi cloth, for 
example, could not have performed its symbolic resistance had it not been 
overdetermined as such by a wider Indian and Western audience. As Judith 
Williamson (cited in Gaines 1990:2) writes, it is ‘as if the sexy black dress 
made you be a femme fatale, whereas ‘femme fatale’ is, precisely, an 
image; it needs a viewer to function at all’. As I transpose this historical 
survey of commodity culture on to a reading of diasporic South Asian 
youth cultural practices, my interests lie as much in the clothing choices 
made by South Asian American youth as in the receptivity to those choices 
of a wider array of audiences. I argue that the performative effect of 
‘diasporic dress’, though resting largely within hegemonic notions of 
aesthetic capital, is generated out of a history of clothing practices that 
denote both colonial attempts to contain the potentially disruptive implica­
tions of cloth, and also nationalist/postcolonial attempts uniformly to dress 
- and thereby to represent - the nation.
Queering Diasporic Clothing Acts
What, then, are the pecuharly diasporic implications of clothing practices? 
In what ways do the clothed figures of diasporic South Asians interrupt
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metanarratives of the state that are based on racialized ‘givens’? I begin 
with the assumption that the clothing practices of cosmopolitan diasporic 
youth - be it the simple drape of a sari over sneakers, or the casual twirling 
of a dupatta over denim - prompt a visual confusion of epistemologies of 
categorization. The apparent disjuncture between national referents 
suggested through a uniquely diasporic style produces . a space of 
possibility structuring and confounding cultine: the disruptive element 
that intervenes, not just a category crisis of male and female, but the crisis 
of category itself’ (Garber 1992: 16).
If the clothing practices of South Asian diasporic youth, marked by 
various combinations of kurtas and jeans, the slip of sandals under a skirt, 
or an abundance of silver anklets and earrings can be considered akin to 
drag or cross-dressing more generally, it may be possible to highhght the 
extreme limits of performance theory. By playing with the supposedly 
stable structural entities of nation, cultme, and ethnicity, diasporic dress 
responds to seamless state narratives that position ‘ethnic’ peoples as 
authentic vessels of their ‘native’ cultures - perfect representatives of a 
more ‘global’ community.
In effect, I argue that the clothing practices of diasporic South Asian 
youth are a response to Judith Butler’s (1990:137) notion of ‘heterosexual 
coherence’, denaturalizing the assumed link between raced skin and ethnic 
identity. By clothing the body in a melange of ethnicized accessories, 
ethnic identity becomes a process of signification enacted through
- though not contained within - the material history of commodity 
exchange. Consequently, the juxtaposition of cultural referents in the 
clothing practices of cosmopolitan South Asian American youth puts in 
motion a performance of ethnic identity that both confounds and confirms 
state-sponsored narratives of ethnic pluralism.* To quote Butler: ‘There is 
no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is 
performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its 
results (Butler 1990: 25).®
If ethnicity is substituted for gender - albeit with difficulty - in this 
paradigm, ethnic identity becomes a series of temporally-bounded per­
formative acts that are enacted in synchrony with (though not congruently 
to) the construction of racial order in the United States. Ethnic identity is 
thus produced in excess of a regime of racial taxonomy: the cfothing 
practices of diasporic youth signal outwards towards an imagined com­
munity of ‘South Asia’, but also inwards to the very real fault lines in the 
racial paradigms of industrialized states. As a body produced through the 
deliberate attempt to resignify notions of home and places of belonging
- reminding the observer of Queer Nation’s slogan ‘We’re here, we’re
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queer, get used to it’ - the practice of diasporic dress begins to destabilize 
the space of performance, thereby interrogating the limits of reproduction 
of national narratives.
I turn here to the intimate relationship between queemess and diaspora 
suggested by David Eng (1997), who writes, ‘[diasporas are] a function 
of queemess - queemess not just in the narrow sense of sexual identity and 
sexual practices, but queemess as a critical methodology for evaluating 
Asian American racial formation across multiple axes of difference and 
in its numerous local and global manifestations.’ (Eng 1997: 39).
While I cannot fully subsume diasporas into a ‘function’ of queer 
theory, my use of the word ‘queer’ here denotes the implications of Eng’s 
‘critical methodology’ for the re-inscription of metanarratives of the state. 
In agreement with Eng, I suggest that a more ‘capacious set of Asian 
American locations’ (1997: 43) hinges upon the location of the cross- 
dressed South Asian in the public sphere of the US nation-state, re- 
signifying - and thereby queering - the national narrative of America in 
its simultaneous citation of ‘South Asia’. Playing upon assumptions of 
embodied cultural identity, and enacting temporary, contingent acts of 
ethnic identity, the clothing practices of diasporic South Asian youth riddle 
the epistemology of classificatory practices and bring into relief the racial 
taxonomy that underlines multiculturalism in the United States.
In order to demonstrate how a queer methodology may denote one 
form of re-territorialization, I pose here the discursive possibility of 
‘coming out’ as South Asian in white America. In a racial economy where 
the metaphor of the closet manifests itself multiply - as a ‘shaping pres­
ence’ (Sedgewick 1990:68) that ghettoizes minority discourse, structures 
legal discourse in the form of immigration laws, and thereby maps out a 
topography of power - coming out as South Asian dismantles disciplinary 
state practices that see race as being authentically representative of the 
‘ethnic’ in a reflecting pool of whiteness. Following Eve Kosofsky Sedg­
wick’s example of the ACT-UP tee-shirt that announces the homosexuality 
of its wearer (1990: 4), the conscious combination of ‘ethnic’ cloth and 
accessories with everyday Western clothes constitutes a deliberate per­
formance of ethnic identity speaking in excess of the racialized body. Like 
Sedgwick’s own history of coming out as a fat woman (1990:63), identi­
fying as South Asian is ‘meant to do for the wearer, not the constative 
work of reporting that s/he is out, but the performative work of coming 
out in the first place’ (1990: 4, italics in original). Coming out as South 
Asian, therefore, is not simply to have recourse to a nativist claim to 
cultural identification. Instead, it is a move towards recognizing one’s 
production and location in the US nation-state through reterritorializing
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the coloured space of nationhood. By gesturing towards multiple national 
referents, the performative act of coming out as ‘South Asian’ dislodges 
attempts to stabilize the diasporic body in the US racial economy.
I extend my proposal of coming out by referring to films that take as 
their central subject the coming of age of diasporic South Asians. In Mira 
Nair’s film Mississippi Masala, the rhetorical implications of coming out 
as South Asian are made tangible in the figure of Mina, played by Sarita 
Chowdhury. Mississippi Masala opens with Mina wearing clothes out of 
the neighbourhood K-mart; upon meeting her lover Demetrius (Denzel 
Washington) she quickly abandons her ‘American’ dress and clambers 
into bright salwaar kameezes, mirror-spangled shawls, and dupattas. 
Asked who she is, Mina replies, ‘I’m . . . I’m a mix, masala’. In the 
heartland of the Mississippi, Mina has chosen to produce herself as an 
exotic ethnic commodity. The self-identification of Mina - in a replay of 
the clothing/unclothing choices of many diasporic South Asians - outlines 
a historical trajectory of ethnic identification through a changing aesthetic 
mode of dress, enacted within the liberal narrative of rainbow-coalition 
America. Mina begins her relationship with Demetrius in clothes indis­
tinguishable from those of her black friends at the neighbourhood bar; 
midway through the film she walks on to the beaches of Mississippi in an 
orange kurta\ and finally, the movie closes with Mina (in a salwaar 
kameez) embracing Demetrius (in kente cloth) in the pastureland of middle 
America. The production of a distinctly ‘South Asian’ identity -note that 
the immediate referent here is not the Indian subcontinent, but rather the 
trajectory of Mina’s departure from Uganda, stopover in England, and 
subsequent arrival in America - is one that carries with it the stakes of 
identifying as both a person of colour and an exotic other. It is a move that 
Mina chooses to make precisely because her coming out as a South Asian 
woman makes her particularly desirable for Demetrius (and no doubt to 
a larger white audience), while allowing her to draw resources from a 
(somewhat spurious) ‘cultural heritage’ no longer confined to her family’s 
diasporic movements.**^
While Nair’s portrayal of Mina’s coming of age - as a woman, as a 
diasporic South Asian, as a person of colour - is deliberately staged 
through changes of dress, I think also of Siinivas Krishna’s movie Masala, 
and the portrayal of Rita, defiantly outfitted in Himachali caps and 
miniskirts; Michelle Mohabeer’s film Coconut, Cane, and Cutlass, and 
Mohabeer’s self-depiction in coolie headdresses; and Nisha Ganatra’s 
short film Junky Funky Girlz, whose central character deliberates over the 
complex sexual and ethnic implications of getting her nose pierced. I am 
particularly interested in the conscious performances by women in these
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films that attempt to produce a distinctly ‘South Asian’ body in an ethnic­
ally ‘diverse’ north America. As diasporic South Asian women choose 
particular combinations of ‘ethnic’ and ‘Western’ wear, the centrality of 
gender in the reproduction of national narratives is reiterated. Clothing in 
the diasporic context is recognized as one way in which cohesive cultural 
and religious histories are reproduced; thus their ‘proper’ appearance on 
the bodies of South Asian women is of paramount importance within 
patriarchal South Asian communities. The choice of some South Asian 
women to wear Himachali caps, or kurtas with their otherwise ‘Western’ 
clothes, denies precisely those patriarchal attempts to demand perfect 
reproductions of nation and tradition. As such, the choices of clothing that 
can be made by yoimg South Asian women in metropohtan cities in the 
United States loop back into the history of attempts by nationalist men to 
mould women into representations of the modem Indian nation. For those 
women who are allowed to choose their clothing, coming out as ‘South 
Asian’ troubles not so much the stability of American multiculturalism, but 
rather the nostalgic ambitions of patriarchal diasporic communities to 
cling on to ‘authentic’ replicas of their cultural heritage.
As such, the consideration of ethnic identity as a performative act must 
reside at the heart of the riddle of racial/cultural authenticity. If identity 
politics is understood as the space from which the American nation-state 
assimilates immigrants into a hierarchy of ethnic pluralism, benevolently 
re-couping its spatial integrity and celebrating a narrative of state- 
sponsored whiteness, then it is only by deconstructing the foundations of 
authenticity that a theory of ethnic performativity can begin to act against 
coercive regimes of multiculturalism. Disturbing the synchrony of eth­
nicity and nationhood through clothing practices allows the cross-dressed 
South Asian to be maiked not only as ‘un-American’ (Newton 1972: 1), 
but outside what is normatively called America.
Here I return to Eng’s (1997) call for a more capacious set of Asian 
American locations, and attempt to elucidate the sites from which per­
formative acts of ethnic identity can bring into relief the crooked lines of 
multicultural narratives. In this context, Esther Newton’s (1972) pioneer­
ing work on drag queens in the United States has been particularly valu­
able. Newton’s comparative ethnography of drag queens and street fairies 
demonstrates that the theatre of performative acts has major repercussions 
for the performance of so-called ‘resistant’ identities. Drag queens, 
professional female impersonators who perform on stage in clubs for a 
largely heterosexual audience, rigidly separate their work attire from their 
private life, appearing on stage with beaded dresses and wigs, only to strip 
off their make-up at home to cultivate a middle-class sensibility. The
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objective is to ‘pass’ in heteronormative cultural systems; consequently 
drag is denied visibility offstage while being flamboyantly, but finitely, 
performed onstage (1972:13). In contrast, the clothing practices of street 
fairies (derisively known as ‘nellies’) elide the distinction between the 
public and the private spheres, so that they ‘are never offstage’ (1972:8). 
Thus the attempt to perform within the normative frameworks of Ameri­
can society (for the benefit of the male heterosexual gaze) marks the 
ambivalent posturing identity of the drag queen; while the risk of ehding 
gender boundaries completely, of claiming and redefining sign systems, 
is the act of the neUie on the street.
The two radically different forms of drag speak to the potential for 
clothing practices to transgress hetero-normative systems of control. 
Literally contained within the demarcated space of the stage, drag queens 
are prevented from having a larger impact on their viewers, as the stage 
‘promote[s] the idea that there is a secure space between the stage and the 
floor... In other words, the deviates are aU on the stage and the audience’s 
honor is never threatened’ (1972: 118). Street fairies, on the other hand, 
are always in full drag, performing perhaps not so much for a stage 
audience as for themselves. The collapse of the public and private sphere 
in the performative act of the street fairy situates the fantasy of perform­
ance in the ‘real world’, directly threatening assumptions of masculinity 
and modes of patriarchal discipline. For their constant visibility in public 
spaces, street fairies are chastised by both gay communities and main­
stream heterosexual society. In Newton’s ethnography, it is the everyday 
performance of the nellie, rather than the exotic spectacle of the drag 
queen, that constitutes a transgressive act.
The effect of diasporic clothing practices must similarly be called into 
question. If, like the drag queens, cross-dressed diasporic South Asian 
youth stage their clothing choices in order to cater to a hegemonic (white) 
gaze, then their clothing practices are complicit in the popular desire to 
consume ‘ethnic chic’. Yet if the performative acts of young South Asian 
Americans slip between and across ‘performance time’ and ‘real time’,** 
the transgressive potential of diasporic clothing practices can effectively 
push beyond the normative paradigms of multicultural state narratives.
The project of outlining a theory of performative ethnic identity 
through dress is thus a means of reading the local as a site of the trans­
national, with its own emancipatory possibilities and resistant politics - 
but also with its own myths and hegemonizing tendencies. While it is aU 
too easy to label the clothing practices of diasporic South Asian youth as 
‘avant-garde’, narrativizing as transcendent those so-called transgressive 
acts that only circulate in the same medium of racial authenticity,*^ Kath
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Weston is correct to point out that ‘to destabilize is not always to subvert’ 
(Weston 1993; 17). Unless performative acts of ethnicity respond directly 
to the axis of cultural authenticity, they remain in the service of state- 
sponsored representations of model minorities and consumable melting- 
pots.
In the light of current fashion trends where ‘ethnic’ commodities have 
suddenly become emblematic of a new cosmopolitan chic, the perform­
ance of ethnic identity also brings into question the circuits of cultural 
commodification in first-world states. In the face of white youth who mark 
their bodies with reference to a brown Orient, what do the coloured, 
clothed bodies of diasporic South Asian youth produce? The preponder­
ance of bindis and hennaed hands among urban youth today is a constant 
reminder of the fact that for a coloured body to wear ‘ethnic’ garb requires 
adisplay of what Johanna Schoss calls ‘cultural competence’ (1996:161) 
with European aesthetic norms. In this demonstration of cultural capital, 
diasporic South Asian youth operate in a closed circuit of exchange, often 
enacting (like Mina in Mississippi Masala) precisely those ethnic perform­
ances that are intended to be received by the white gaze. Hence the South 
Asian in Orientalized dress very often only serves to reaffirm comfortable 
categories of ethnic pluralism; instead of allowing for a ‘multiplicity of 
cosmopolitanisms’ (1996:184) aesthetic capital is made multicultural. In 
this revival of a 60s nostalgia, a twist of 90s late capitalism allows for the 
reinvention of tradition as a ‘new aesthetic mode’ (Tarlo 1996: 298). Yet 
what shapes my study is the nagging premise that the participation of 
white bodies in ‘ethnic’ clothing is a markedly different parody from the 
citation of ‘South Asia’ in the clothing practices of diasporic South Asian 
youth - and it is the performance of the latter that testifies to the boomer­
ang effect of the exchange of cultural commodities across nation-states.'^
Coming to terms with what Tarlo calls ‘the problem of what to wear’ 
is, therefore, a highly strategic practice. The clothing practices of youth 
in the South Asian diaspora are imbricated in the history that clothes have 
occupied on the Indian subcontinent, and are enacted through a notion of 
aesthetic capital that allows the audience to comprehend performative acts 
of ethnic identity entirely within the normative paradigms of national 
narratives. The attempt to interrogate the performative qualities of dia­
sporic clothing acts is thus a means of challenging synchronies of race 
and culture, while also acknowledging the disciplinary effects of state- 
sponsored multiculturalism. In a postcolonial world order, the clothing 
practices of South Asian diasporas are not only a ‘performance of 
modernity’ (Hendrickson 1996:13), but are also an indication of a gend­
ered and sexuaMzed modernity; a modernity produced within an imperial-
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ist landscape; and a performance that may work to affirm the trope of 
assimilationist immigration rather than transform it.
Looking Through Glass: Diasporas and Globalization
In the wake of intensified attempts by the US government to reproduce 
technologies and taxonomies of racial order,*'* the diasporic dress of South 
Asian youth raises a spectre that problematizes the convenient narrativiza- 
tion of the multicultmal US state. By pulling the third world into the space 
of the first, the clothing practices of South Asian youth uproot the notion 
of ‘rooted’ cultures (Malkki 1997), existing in excess of a single optics of 
national narration. My theoretical inquiry into diasporic clothing acts thus 
focuses on their potential to rupture the assumed isomorphism between 
space and culture (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 34), and thereby comment 
on the narrative paradigms of transnationahsm.
Working through ethnic performativity to trace the parameters of 
national narratives is both a localizing project - requiring the considera­
tion of specific sites of performance - and a global one, implicated into 
imperialist histories of the production, circulation, and consumption of 
cultural commodities. Though they are often polarized as contesting units 
of analysis, it may be more productive to consider instead the mutually 
imbricated nature of globalization and localization. In so doing, my 
objective is to reconceptualize sites of capital and cultural production. By 
‘site’, I do not intend a return to the bounded ethnographic field of the 
anthropologist; rather, I wish to suggest here a definition of space that 
constantly reproduces itself. To be positioned in a site that allows for the 
observation of the global-in-the-local takes up Aijun Appadurai’s call for 
the ‘production of locality’ (1997b), and works towards an understanding 
of transnationalism that contests spatialized and racialized notions of 
culture.
If the cultural cross-dressing of diasporic South Asian youth rests in 
part on an essentialized nostalgia, calling towards an imagined ‘South 
Asia’ that is somehow strangely displaced on to the Indian subcontinent, 
then it also transcends the polarities of ‘East-West’ geographies. It is 
particularly important to note how the figure of the diasporic South Asian 
performs an ethnic identity that simultaneously acts within national 
narratives of America and yet also, more generally, tends to prefigure a 
collapse of first world - third world binaries. In the absence of stable 
epistemologies of the nation-state. South Asian diasporas are fore­
grounded by an ‘ethnoscape’ of cultures-in-motion, thus proposing the
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task to ethnography of unravelling the conundrum: ‘What is the nature of 
locality as a lived experience in a globalized, deterritorialized world?’ 
(Appadurai 1997b: 52).
The urgency of reworking cartographies of the nation-state with 
reference to diasporas highlights the futility of working within static 
geographical units. In so far as ‘South Asia’ is a construct produced by the 
diasporic imagination, it has very real political possibilities and conse­
quences. To identify as South Asian is at once to make reference to a 
geographical area demarcated and controlled by tbe US state department, 
and also to make reference to a space that exists outside the white Ameri­
can imagination. In this gesture of multiple reference lies the potential for 
resistance to narratives of racialization, for it outlines the space from 
which political geographies are suddenly destabilized. Through the 
performative act of coming out as South Asian, state-sponsored policies 
of ethnic containment are inverted to display how and what is incorporated 
and assimilated into the nation; and also, how much is excluded and 
excreated from that story.
The production of locality through the figure of the cross-dressed South 
Asian thus points towards the need to work against the grain of triumphant 
theories of transnationalism while reaffirming the salience of locality. If 
the mix-and-match clothing practices of South Asian American youth 
confound neat demarcations of culture and citizenship demanded by the 
US nation-state, they also respond to the increasingly dangerous produc­
tion of essenfiatized racial/national/rehgious identities performed within 
diasporic communities. For example, in Indian Independence Day or 
Pakistan Day celebrations across the US, the ability to perform ‘South 
Asia’ is increasingly and more intricately linked to visual (physical) 
markers of history and heritage, bringing back into play the colour-coded 
principles of nationhood. It is only when cultural cross-dressing is no 
longer emblematic of a celebratory fusion of two national cultures, or the 
token sign of being ‘ethnic’, that dressing the diasp>ora becomes a site from 
which to critique the ideological moorings of national subjectivity, refract 
the hegemonic gaze of the state, and produce a notion of culture uprooted 
from biological myths of raciaUzed bodies.
The possibility of a conversation between cross-dressed South Asian 
youth and the clothing practices of youth subcultures in other countries 
yields another point of inquiry. Joe Woods’ 1998 essay on the ‘Yellow 
Negro’, Japanese youth who dress in black hip-hop fashion, is a case in 
^ point (1998: 73). Looking at the clothing, speech, and social practices of 
Japanese youth, Wood writes a contemplative ethnography that at once 
unravels the parameters of the US racial economy as it begins to interro-
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gate the supposedly uniracial construct of Japan. Woods’ immediate 
reaction to Japanese youth in hip-hop clothes is to assume that they are 
trying to be black while trying to be white, their bodies speaking to white 
America through commodified blackness (dark skin perfected in tanning 
salons, the acquisition of a ‘black’ body language, etc.). Yet this is a 
hypothesis that proves to be unsustainable, as the shifting spaces occupied 
by ‘black’ Japanese youth also appears to be a manner of response to the 
Japanese state’s own attempts to erase otherness. I am reminded here of 
the many South Asian men, and some women, who dress in hip-hop 
fashion, staking out their own ‘hoods’ in Queens and the Bronx, or in the 
more suburban locales of New Jersey. This particular mode of diasporic 
dress may speak to the reconstruction of masculinity among South Asian 
diasporic youth, and/or undermine the coalition of ‘ethnic minorities’ 
produced by liberal political rhetoric - for wearing gangster clothes is not 
simply a mimicry of black ‘cool’, but the self-styled proclamation of 
arrival of new boys and girls in the hood. Consequently, my contention 
that the clothing choices of the South Asian diaspora are a strategic 
performance rests upon the parallel assertion that studies of diasporas are 
a crucial intervention in redefining the field of transnational practices.
Undressing the diaspora, therefore, is a proposal to look beyond 
diasporic populations as assimilated immigrant communities, singularly 
narrated through the structures of first world states. Instead, it is a venture 
to revisit the site of cultural formation. In the process of generating new 
notions of locality, the clothing practices of diasporic South Asian youth 
are not immediately contestatory: they are liable to be consumed by a 
white Orientalist commodity chic, while veering dangerously towards the 
side of constructing homogeneous and hegemonic understandings of 
‘South Asia’. Yet if performative acts of ethnic identity can speak, at least 
in part, to the urgent need to chart out a theoretical apparatus that takes into 
accoimt precisely the dialectics of this movement, the problem of what to 
wear shifts from being a constant dilemma for diasporic South Asian 
youth, to an epistemological confrontation with the narrative paradigms 
of multicultural states.
Notes
1. David Scott’s (1996) call for generating a ‘contrast effect’ in academic 
inquiry has been particularly valuable in structuring my research in this 
area.
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2. Aijun Appadurai’s (1997a) model of ‘scapes’ - ethnoscapes, finance- 
scapes, ideoscapes, mediascapes, and technoscapes - has been espe­
cially instructive in this regard.
3. The attempt to define ‘diaspora’ as a conceptual tool seems constantly 
to lapse into categorical definitions of ‘ideal types’: see Ganguly 1992; 
Clifford 1994; Brah 1996.
4. This is particularly apparent in Barthes’ (1983) treatment of fashion as 
a coherent semiotic language, and is in contrast with my argument that 
clothing practices in themselves are not a ‘sign’ of ethnicity; rather, it 
is the very act of wearing the clothes that becomes something in excess 
of a tokenized ethnicization, and as such neither cloth nor the body can 
be taken as a given sign.
5. Karen Hansen’s (1995) work on used clothing practices in Lusaka, 
Kenya, highlights ‘kinks’ in the cultural production, consumption, and 
exchange of cloth. While examining the renewal of used clothing 
imported from the US among the lower middle class in Lusaka, Hansen 
observes the simultaneous manufacture of new cloth in Kenya exclus­
ively for export to diasporic African communities. It is out of these 
production sites that ideas of ‘chic’ are generated for the urban popula­
tion of Lusaka.
6. For a contemporary examination of the dilemmas posed by female 
bodies adapting masculinist nationalist identities, see Bastian 1996.
7. The tense management of women’s sexuality and nationalist ideology 
is exemplified by the refusal of many Bengali women to wear fully 
European gowns (Baneijee 1995). For the reiteration of the centrality 
of women’s bodies in the construction of post-colonial national narra­
tives, see Nag 1991.
8. One only needs to go to shops hke Urban Outfitters to see the public 
pronouncement of a chic Orientalism, as garments, accessories, and 
household goods are visibly ethnicized, and the imaginary idea of 
South Asia is materially realized in the form of silver jewellery, block- 
printed bedsheets, and cotton skirts. The aesthetic value generated by 
these items of clothing - which, importantly, are also consumed by 
diasporic South Asian youth - is predicated on a liberal version of 
hegemonic whiteness, thereby making it increasingly difficult to 
articulate resistant performances of ethnic identity. I refer here to 
Bourdieu’s (1982) study of aesthetic capital, and to an understanding 
of commodity aesthetics outlined by Haug (1986).
9. I realize that Butler has since revisited the premises of Gender Trouble-, 
however, her argument for the consideration of the performativity of 
sex and gender, and her subsequent elucidation of ‘the body’ within
Undressing the Diaspora
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performance theory only compel me to continue with my argument 
for performative acts of ethnic identity. For an extended discussion 
of the production of ‘material’ bodies within the discursive para­
meters of performativity, see Butler 1993.
10. The desire for a cogent history traceable to a single point of origin is 
often decisive in prompting diasporic youth to come out as South 
Asian. Like Shahid in The Black Album (Kureishi 1995) (1995) many 
South Asian youth - tokenized as native informants - find themselves 
unable to recuperate a stable referent of national identity. ‘These days 
everyone was insisting on their identity, coming out as a man, woman, 
gay, black, Jew - brandishing whichever features they could claim, 
as if without a tag they wouldn’t be human. Shahid, too, wanted to 
belong to his people. But first he had to know them, their past.. .’ 
(1995:102). The naming of one’s ‘people’, and the construction of a 
history of home is, of course, a performative act in itself.
11. For an extended and illuminating account of the slippage between 
performance space and real space/time, see Bruner and Kirshenblatt- 
Gimblett 1994.
12. Dorinne Kondo’s (1997) book About Face includes a section on 
‘avant-garde’ Japanese fashion and its implications for the production 
of a nationalist identity. Kondo attempts to extricate a pure perform­
ance of modem Japanese identity from the seemingly unconventional 
cut and weave of the clothes, refusing to consider the value accmed 
by cloth as it is draped over the bodies of white European models and 
paraded on the confined stage of the Paris runway. I would argue that 
a more substantial transgression lies in the manner in which high 
fashion percolates on to the streets of Tokyo in more affordable 
versions for Japanese youth, thus reacting against the sphere of 
aesthetic capital within which the ‘avant-garde’ is normatively pro­
duced and consumed. See Kondo 1997: 105-186.
13. I refer here to the shuttle-effect of musical production in the move­
ment of South Asian diasporas, as club beats mixed in Manchester 
travel to Toronto and Manhattan; and then go ‘back’ to India, where 
they are broadcast to the urban elite: see Gopinath 1995.
14. Proposition 187, surveilling and controlling ‘illegal’ immigration to 
California (passed in 1994) and Proposition 209, banning affirmative 
action programmes in the state (passed in 1996) are two striking - but 
by no means singular - examples of the attempt to discipline the racial 
order of the United States. The orchestration of a metanarrative of 
America, invoked through hetero-normative family institutions and 
capitalist modes of production, recalls the reactionary rhetoric of an
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editorial on Proposition 187 in U.S. News and World Report, which 
declares: ‘The very identity of America is at stake.’ See Zuckerman 
1994.
15. The media coverage of France’s victory in the 1998 World Cup is a 
case in point. Prime Minister Chirac’s jubilation at the French team’s 
victory was expressed in terms of the multicultural appearance of the 
team: clad in the colours of the French flag, the descendants of 
Algerian, Tunisian, and Moroccan immigrants who scored some of 
the most eye-catching goals constituted a ‘new France’ that Chirac 
aggressively sought to promote.
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